Making Original Men: Elijah Muhammad, the Nation of Islam and the Fruit of Islam   
  

  

Abstract:  Elijah Muhammad’s Nation of Islam converted thousands of African American men to Islam during the height of the Civil Rights Movement and the Black Power Movement.  Muhammad’s men neither protested for Civil Rights nor subscribed to the militancy of the Black Power Movement. Indeed, they construed both to be fundamentally flawed routes to justice, freedom and equality.  Nation men, or Fruit of Islam (FOI) as they are more commonly known, believed that through Islam, racial separation and community building initiatives they could ultimately reclaim their freedom, self-respect and manhood. The NOI provided men with a newfound sense of self and purpose and in doing so imbued them with a deep rooted appreciation for Islam, as taught by Elijah Muhammad. Rank and file male members of the faith community remain largely overlooked in the extant scholarship on the NOI. This article seeks to recover the stories of rank and file FOI. It assesses the organization’s appeal to men, the varied means by which it challenged them and the burdens the community placed on FOI.                                                                        
  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 
  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

John Alexander joined Elijah Muhammad’s Nation of Islam (hereafter referred to as NOI) at the age of twenty-three after returning home from serving in the U.S military in Northern France.  John’s early life had been blighted by poverty and homelessness. He recalled “waiting in hungry adult lines” with his siblings and single-mother as a young child in South Carolina with “cardboard in our shoes for soles...praying that we will receive our sacked rations.” At the age of ten John secured a job on Darlington Farm. The small salary that he received helped provide his family with the daily “two quarts of milk and bread” they needed to survive. Before his high school graduation John gained employment in a defense plant and was shortly thereafter drafted for military service which he described as “sickening.” By 1944 John found himself back in the U.S. in a “pathetic state of nervousness and frustration” and seeking solace in a local Methodist Church.  He left the church after concluding that the theology “did not make sense.” John’s distaste for the church led him to a local NOI temple meeting in the urban North where a minister whom he refers to only as Robert delivered a ferocious attack on the Church, Christianity and white supremacy in what appears to have been a very typical religious service for NOI converts.   John recalled that he was “shocked” and “amazed” by the NOI’s teachings and that he left the temple feeling “free” and “breathing a new air of confidence.”[1]  John’s experiences of apartheid style race relations corroborated for him on a personal level the NOI’s attacks on the U.S. racial hierarchy.  The new “air of confidence” which he described feeling upon leaving his first temple meeting was shared by thousands of men who entered the fold of the NOI and accepted Islam, as taught by Elijah Muhammad.  The religion that men like John found in the NOI was far removed from the teachings of other American Muslim communities. Indeed, the unique appropriation of Islam that the NOI presented to its members was rejected and criticized by Muslims in the U.S. and abroad.[2]  The NOI’s castigation of whites as “blue eyed devils” troubled Muslim Americans and contradicted their belief that “all people and all races are created equal before God.”[3] However, it was the NOI’s teachings regarding the divinity of their founder, Fard Muhammad that caused other Muslims the greatest upset and fueled charges that NOI members were guilty of Shirk (polytheism).  NOI members such as John were more than likely unaware that Muhammad’s teachings were different from those of other Muslims. John’s experiences of poverty, hardship, and alienation and his lingering questions about the relevance of Christian theology were shared by the thousands of African American men who joined the NOI. Male converts like John were immediately assigned to weekly Fruit of Islam classes (hereafter referred to as FOI) within their respective temple.[4]  Formed in 1930 for all male members, the FOI concerned itself with the military training of men and equipping them to “protect NOI officials and property”.[5] The FOI was considered by the NOI to be the “greatest brotherhood” in the world and promoted as such in their propagation literature. The FOI, and by extension the larger NOI community, provided men with a sense of group solidarity, protection and status in a society that regarded them as second class citizens at best. The NOI liberated its male converts from the deep rooted fear that white supremacy and the terrorism that accompanied it visited upon them both physically and psychologically.  Countless FOI members in Elijah Muhammad’s religious community testified to having deep fears of whites, and in some cases fears of Christianity, replaced with feelings of being “dignified” and relieved” after “accepting their own.”[6]  Indeed, so deep rooted was the fear of whites and their presentation of Christian teachings that NOI Minister Jeremiah Shabazz recalled praying to both Jesus and Fard Muhammad for up to a year after his conversion to Islam. In an interview, for example, he remarked that after offering a prayer to Allah he would “just for assurance...get on my knees and say a prayer to Jesus.”[7] The appearance of men who were unafraid, well dressed in dark bow-tie suits and morally upright attracted other young men to the NOI. Albert Stukes, for example, remarked that joining the NOI made him “proud to be a Black man” and uprooted a fear of whites that had afflicted him his entire life.[8] Muhammad’s community commanded the devotion of all its members ad men in particular. There can be little doubt that the NOI did improve the lives of thousands of its male recruits and that individuals like John and Albert experienced a newfound self-confidence as a result of their membership in the group. However, it is equally true that membership cost men dearly, that it at times burdened them financially, fractured their existing families and in some instances cost them their freedom. 
Testimonies such as the one John shared in the 1965 edition of the NOI’s official publication, Muhammad Speaks, are archived at a small number of research libraries in the U.S. Moreover, members who later left the NOI such as Lance Shabazz and James Najiy have produced autobiographies outlining their experiences in the NOI. Early scholars of the NOI including sociologists Erdmann Beynon and C. Eric Lincoln and political scientist, Essien-Udom produced some of the most important and classic works that we have on Elijah Muhammad’s community.[9] All three wrote their texts prior to 1965 basing their work primarily on first-hand interviews with NOI leaders, observation of NOI meetings and in Essien-Udom’s case first-hand interviews with a few dozen members. These classic scholarly studies of the NOI were concerned largely with understanding the NOI’s leadership, teachings, internal structures, theology and appeal to the African American working-class. Individual experiences of the NOI were a secondary consideration for both Beynon and Lincoln in particular. Subsequent publications by a small number of scholars have added much to these early classic studies. Anthropologist Zain Abdullah’s work on the FOI in Newark, for example, is based on “eight life histories” and explores the appeal and function of FOI activities.[10]  Abdullah’s work concerns itself rather exclusively with the “masculinist performances” of the FOI and the “role these practices played in the Black struggle toward liberation and redemption.”[11]  More importantly, it is a study of one NOI temple and therefore the oral histories it presents are not representative of men’s experiences in the NOI more broadly. Historian D’Weston Haywood’s work on masculinity and the Muhammad Speaks newspaper likewise adds nicely to early studies. Published as a chapter in New Perspectives on the Nation of Islam, Haywood argues that the NOI’s newspaper constitutes “part of a long tradition of black protest journalism.”[12] Subsequent studies relating to the NOI have also considered men’s experiences and work.  Historian Vibert White’s book, Inside the Nation of Islam: A Historical and Personal Testimony by a Black Muslim, offers a firsthand testimony of wht membership in the NOI meant for White.  White’s book provides a rich history of the NOI. However, the book focuses almost exclusively on White’s personal journey in Louis Farrakhan’s Resurrected NOI.  Farrakhan’s community is not the same community as Elijah Muhammad’s and therefore White’s experiences cannot be assumed to be representative of earlier members of Muhammad’s community.[13]   
 This article draws on testimonies contained within Muhammad Speaks, interviews with NOI members archived in several Federal Bureau of Investigation files, autobiographies, published interviews and a small number of first-hand oral history interviews in order to recover the stories of rank and file men in Muhammad’s community. Testimonies, such as John’s, were undoubtedly published in the paper for propagation and as a means of persuading others to join, or at the very least attend a NOI gathering. Indeed, members recognized this to be at least part of the reason that the paper printed the testimonies.[14] Muhammad Speaks was published between 1960 and 1975 as the community’s official news organ. This article deals primarily with men’s experiences in the community during this period. The content of each issue of Muhammad Speaks was approved by Elijah Muhammad and a small team of devoted ministerial staff before publication.[15]  As a result of editorial control, the paper only tells us so much about men’s experiences in the community. Nonetheless, it undoubtedly provides an important lens into the NOI and its membership. More importantly, a close reading of FOI testimonies reveals that members were certainly not all brainwashed ex-convicts, as they have often been depicted and perceived in the popular imagination. A more careful consideration of men’s testimonies illustrates that they thought for themselves, offered their own interpretations of NOI teachings and viewed their work in the community as for the collective good.  The testimonies are clearly “classic American religious conversion narratives” but more importantly they are also windows into what was a very private and secretive organization.[16]   
The FBI’s extensive archive of files relating to the NOI and its leaders were declassified through the extension of the Freedom of Information Act in the early 1990s.  Scholars have used the FBI files extensively to examine the NOI’s internal politics, particularly as they relate to the power struggle that resulted in Malcolm X’s departure from the group in 1964. However, often overlooked are the small number of interviews that the files hold with rank and file members. Autobiographies such as those published by Shabazz and Nanjiy provide their own unique insights based on personal experience, especially as they relate to one’s perspective on the theological changes that occurred in thgroup after Elijah Muhammad’s death in 1975.  Likewise, the small number of first hand and published interviews that this article draws upon offer unique insights into what membership meant for men and their families.  Contemporary scholars of African American Islam including Edward Curtis and D’Weston Haywood have utilized Muhammad Speaks to document how members “constructed their Islamic identity and perceived notions of masculinity respectively.”[17]  This article seeks to recover and present some of the stories of individual rank and file FOI members and in doing so explores what membership in the NOI meant for men during the height of the Second Reconstruction (1945-1968), and the varied ways in which it challenged and burdened them.    
  

A New Religion for the Black Man 
  

The NOI emerged as one of several new religio-racial groups in 1930 in Detroit. The organization sought to provide its African American converts with what Religious Studies scholar Judith Weisenfeld describes as a “distinctive interconnected religious and racial identity.”[18] Founded by a mysterious peddler known as Fard Muhammad, the NOI under the leadership of Fard and later of Elijah formulated a unique appropriation of Islam that taught that African Americans were Allah’s chosen people, that their white oppressors were  “devils” created by a scientist known as Yacub 66,000 years ago and that Fard was Allah in person.[19]  It appears that Elijah Muhammad elevated Fard to the position of a deity in the NOI and that Fard had not actually promoted himself as such whilst in Detroit.[20]  The NOI condemned whites, Christianity and by extension African American clergy. Elijah Muhammad referred to the latter as enslavers who served only to keep African Americans “blind, deaf and dumb” to the knowledge of themselves.[21]  The NOI’s myths regarding the origins of whites and the innate righteousness of their African American counterparts did not emerge in a historical vacuum. Earlier organizations such as Noble Drew Ali’s Moorish Science Temple of America and Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association both challenged the racial status quo and advocated alternative theologies that rejected identification as Negroes and challenged depictions of Jesus as a white man with blond hair and blue eyes.  
 The individuals who embraced the NOI did so not because it taught “hatred against the white race,” as the FBI claimed, but because it met members at their point of spiritual, physical and psychological need.[22] The NOI capitalized on the fears, frustrations and insecurities of its members and men in particular.  In his early addresses to men and in his later book, Message to the BlackMan in America, Elijah Muhammad advocated both “love for self” and “Black is best.” In his book, for example, which members regarded as a “unique divine gift to the black people of America and to dark mankind the world over”[23], Muhammad noted that: 

  

“One of the gravest handicaps among the so-called Negroes is that there is no love for self, nor love for his or her own kind. This not having love for self is the root cause of hate (dislike)...Love yourself and your kind...Your black skin is best, and never try changing color. [24] 
  

Muhammad honed his message to men during the Great Depression. As such, his message was one that was sensitive to the plight of Black men who found economic opportunity lacking and in some instances non-existent. Muhammad encouraged men to start their own businesses with their fellow FOI as a way to overcome lack of opportunity. In “pooling” resources he reasoned that they would be able to sustain themselves and gain the respect of their families.  NOI members embraced an ascetic lifestyle once registered as members of the group and replaced their anglicized surnames with an “X” until Muhammad awarded them an “original name.” Muhammad’s followers adopted a disciplined life within the hierarchical organization and their contact with whites was restricted to work. NOI members, as Beynon observed, formed their own small and close knit communities in 1930s Detroit.[25] Membership in the NOI is estimated to have been approximately 8,000 during the early 1930s. Harassment of NOI members at the hands of the Detroit Police Department, internal power struggles and the arrest of dozens of members on account of draft evasion, including Elijah Muhammad in 1942, however, fragmented the group and as a result its membership dwindled in the 1940s and early 1950s.[26]  The organization emerged from the late 1950s with renewed vigor and a heightened emphasis on economic uplift.  Men appear to have encountered the organization primarily through word of mouth, temple ministers who would “fish” for recruits, propagation literature, and, as the 1960s progressed, national media coverage of the group and its leaders, particularly Malcolm X. 
  

  The NOI offered its members a panacea to their plight as victims of white supremacy.  The NOI’s theology, and in particular its teachings regarding creation, reversed the racial status quo by teaching that African Americans were God’s chosen people and that whites were inferior and immoral. Such teachings were reinforced via a set of lessons and answers that all men were required to memorize in order to progress in FOI classes. In Lesson Book 2, for example, which the FBI obtained in the 1940s, members were asked to: “Tell us the mental and physical power of a real devil.” To this they responded:  
  

The mental power of the real devil is nothing in comparison with the original man. He only has six ounces of brain, while the original man has seven and one half ounces of brain. They are grafted brain. The devil’s physical power is less than one third that of the original man. The devil is weak bone, weak blood because he is grafted from the original; therefore his mental and physical power, is much weaker than the original man.[27]  
  

Teachings such as those contained in Lesson Book 2 were reiterated during temple meetings and in conversations between Nation and non-Nation members.  NOI minister Jeremiah Shabazz, for example, remarked that he first encountered the NOI’s teachings in a barber shop from a man he identified as Charles Simms in Philadelphia in 1943. It was Charles’ reiteration of NOI teachings as they relate to whites and Christianity that got Jeremiah’s attention and ultimately attracted him to the Nation. He remarked: 

  

My attraction was just to the nerve of this man to stand up and say things...The first time I heard it I was really afraid but then I did go back again because it was fascinating to hear a man say things the way Charlie was saying them and still be alive.  Because I was a young boy raised in Christianity, I believed that if you spoke against the Father, Son or Holy Ghost, some unseen hand would come and smack you back to your senses or something terrible would happen to you. But hearing Charlie speak - and looking for the hand to come out of the air and it never came - I thought Charlie had something.[28]  
  

Jeremiah went on to join the NOI and eventually became a leading figure in the movement. Indeed, he served the NOI in various high-profile positions including that of temple minister in Atlanta and later Philadelphia where he earned a reputation as a modernizing and progressive voice.  Men like Jeremiah encountered Islam first through the NOI and thus were at least initially unaware of the fact that the religion as taught by Elijah Muhammad was condemned by other Muslims. Charles 13 X Zeno, for example, noted in his October 1965 testimony in Muhammad Speaks that “Before hearing the teachings of the honorable Elijah Muhammad, had anyone mentioned Islam to me I would not have known what they were talking about…”[29] Similarly Joseph 6X remarked that “I was never aware of Islam” before attending the NOI.[30]  Ignorance of traditional Islam was not unique to men like Charles and Joseph. Indeed, even investigative officers in the bureau were initially unaware of the differences between the NOI’s teachings and those of their mainstream counterparts.  The bureau sought to deal with this ignorance by providing officers with an “investigative aid” which included a brief summary pertaining to the history of Islam and fundamental religious duties of the faith as compared with those of the NOI, which they referred to as the “Muslim Cult of Islam.” [31] 
Islam has a long history in the U.S. which dates back to the 1500s. Islamic Studies scholar Herbert Berg notes, for example, that the first Muslim in North America was a Moroccan man known as Estevan.[32]  North America’s Muslim population grew significantly with the arrival of enslaved Muslims from West Africa as part of the transatlantic slave trade. It is estimated that approximately fifteen percent of West African slaves were Muslim.[33] Some Muslim slaves were distinguished by literacy in Arabic and English.[34]  According to Hishaam D. Aidi and Manning Marable, literacy assisted a number of Muslim slaves in their efforts to secure freedom.  They note: “The first Muslim slave known to have gained freedom because of his literacy was Ayyub bin Suleiman…Literacy would in fact help a number of African Muslim slaves earn their liberty, as they offered their services to American and English colonial projects in West Africa.”[35] Muslim slaves were alo able to produce written records of their experiences. Such autobiographical reports provide a valuable insight into the lived experiences of Muslim slaves.  The existence of autobiographies such as those of Job Ben Solomon, Lamine Kebe and Umar ibn Said evidence historian Michael A. Gomez’s contention that Muslim slaves sought to preserve their faith against a backdrop of often enforced conversion to Christianity.[36] Political Scientist Samory Rashid argues that despite the realities of slavery and the constraints it imposed, Islam “endured into the 20th Century.”[37]  Rashid notes that the waves of immigration theory offered by earlier scholars is “highly debatable.”[38] The survival of Islam into the twentieth-century owed much to the extraordinary efforts of enslaved Africans to retain their cultural and religious beliefs.  Rashid, for example, provides fascinating evidence of Muslim community functions in Georgia and Florida in the 1840s. Moreover, he observes that Muslim slaves were often involved in insurrections or “Muslim jihads.” [39] Such efforts helped to ensure that Muslim communities such as those in Georgia’s Sapelo Island and St. Simond’s Island were functional in the early twentieth-century. Though both of these communities were close in proximity to Elijah Muhammad and his family in Georgia their influence on him is unknown. Berg, for example, notes that “there is no evidence… that Elijah Muhammad had a direct connection to these Muslims who were geographically so close to him.”[40]  Muhammad also appears to have been unfamiliar with the presence of Muslim communities established by immigrant Muslims. 
The small number of immigrant Muslims who called America home grew exponentially as a result of immigration from Syria, Lebanon, Jordan and Palestine between 1857 and 1921.  Yet, they “displayed little missionary zeal.”[41] There is a general scholarly consensus that Muslim immigrants failed to make a significant effort to share their faith with African Americans either before or after the interwar period. Berg and Kambiz GhanaeaBassiri, for example, remark that socioeconomic and political factors “relegated the practice of Islam largely to the private sphere.”[42] Moreover, Muslim immigrants tended to live in communal accommodation thuslimiting their contact with African Americans. The economic improvements that Muslim immigrants experienced helped them to lay “claim” to the U.S. “as a country of progress.” Needless, to say men attracted to the NOI would have certainly disagreed. [43] However, the Ahmadiyya movement, which finds its origins in India, made significant inroads into African American communities.  Islamic Studies scholar Aminah McCloud notes that the mission of Indian Ahmadis established a number of mosques and study groups in the U.S from where they published the first English-language Muslim newspaper, The Moslem Sunrise. The Ahmadi communities also published the “first English Qur’an for general use in America in 1917.” Indeed, the community made an important contribution to the circulation of information about Islam to African American communities for decades.[44] The Ahmadi communities certainly played an important role in providing African American communities with literature about Islam and in particular those who lived in east coast and Midwest. Moreover, Curtis observes that the Ahmadi missionary Muhammad Sadiq “endorsed” the Black Nationalist messages of the UNIA and linked such messages with the “spirituality of the Quran.” In doing so, he aided the conversion of 1,025 African Americans to Islam between 1921 and 1925.[45] 

 However, other immigrant Muslim groups did not actively target minority communities, so men like Joseph and Charles were susceptible to Elijah Muhammad’s appropriation of the faith.  Nonetheless, vestiges of Islam ensured that the religion was perceived by even those far removed from the faith as having an important, if not, scared, connection with Africa.[46] 
The theology of the NOI, whilst disavowed by others, “made sense” to its members in that it offered a powerful condemnation of the realities they confronted.[47] It came to men as a “relief” and as something that liberated them from the inferior position they occupied in their host society.  Criticism of Elijah Muhammad’s theology intensified as the organization grew in the 1950s and 1960s.  Muhammad rarely responded to attacks from his mainstream counterparts. Indeed, it is also interesting to note that Muslims from outside the NOI who also wrote for the paper often defended Muhammad from such attacks. Pakistani contributor Abdul Basit Naeem, for example, noted that responding to criticism would have an undesired effect in that it would signal to non-Muslims that “the Muslims have nothing better to dothan to engage in unnecessary controversies or debate one another.”[48] Whilst Naeem recognized differences in belief between Muhammad’s followers and other Muslims he reasoned that: 

  

 Surely, in theory, our beliefs and dogma constitute an important part of our faith. It is nevertheless, in the final analysis, our ACTIONS - how we lead our daily life and conduct ourselves in normal, everyday affairs - that distinguish us as “Allah’s (righteous) people” and make us the true adherents of Islam.[49]    
  

Though he did not subscribe to the NOI’s particular beliefs Naeem construed Muhammad’s teachings to be “wholly justified” and concluded that he could not “see what other way there possibly is to seek and win new adherents in our sacred faith in this part of the world.”[50] Naeem’s contributions to Muhammad Speaks reveal that he considered the differences in faith and teachings as secondary to the greater goal of converting African Americans to Islam. Ultimately, he claimed that because of Muhammad’s work once “godless” and “Christian” Blacks had entered the “brotherhood of Islam.”[51] Naeem was acutely aware of the differences that existed between other Muslims and the NOI. Indeed, so too were a small number of Muhammad’s followers.  Those men who did have some knowledge of the fundamental differences in Muhammad’s teachings and those of their Muslim counterparts suggested that such differences existed because of interpretations of the faith. Charles 19X of Temple Number 2, for example, noted in 1967 that what Muhammad taught was a “...completely new Islam...a different and best interpretation of one of the oldest religions in existence.”[52] Evidence contained in some testimonies and oral history interviews suggests that members such as Charles considered Muhammad’s teachings as a means to an end. NOI member Dr. Leon X McCullum, for example, wrote in 1971 that Elijah Muhammad’s teachings were “the operating tools necessary to rid our people of the cancer which has destroyed our very existence for over 400 years.” [53] Thus, McCullum construed the Nation’s theology as a methodology.  Moreover, Muhammad Speaks editor Askia Muhammad noted that: “What we were taught early from the Honorable Elijah Muhammad was what he called for babies in Islam...when you have a baby you don’t feed it steak, you feed babies baby food until they are old enough and strong enough to have a digestive system that can handle food and some of the practices of Islam were given to us as baby teaching.”[54] During the NOI’s transition to Sunni Islam in 1975 Elijah’s successor and son Imam W.D. Mohammed taught his followers that Fard Muhammad was not God but instead a “wise man” whose true mission was to lead African Americans to  Sunni Islam. Berg describes Mohammed’s teachings regarding Fard as “epic revision.”[55]  Islamic Studies scholars such as Berg argue that this interpretation of Muhammad’s teachings came as instruction from Imam Mohammed. Whilst Imam Mohammed certainly did encourage this belief, testimonies in Muhammad Speaks suggest that rank and file FOI such as McCullum already understood that the teachings were skewed for a particular purpose.  Moreover, Askia’s comments indicate that despite not staying in the NOI long enough to encounter Imam Mohammed’s reinterpretation of Fard’s mission, he also believed that what Elijah Muhammad taught was somehow an immature version of the faith.   
Men’s testimonies, oral history interviews and other archival sources confirm Lincoln’s earlier observation that Muhammad’s converts were nominal Christians before finding Islam. Indeed, what comes across most clearly from the testimonies contained in Muhammad Speaks is members’ distaste for the church, its leaders and the Civil Rights Movement which they felt reduced them to “beggars.”  NOI member Brother Roosevelt, for example, exemplified the crux of the NOI’s sentiment toward civil rights campaigners in 1965 when he observed that: “The rights leaders believe that they have as much right to what the owners of America have made for themselves as they do, they sit in, lay in etc., trying to make the owners share what they have with them...their thinking will produce only beggars and sharers because they are begging to share not to own.  The Muslim program will produce owners...doing for self in everything that is good for self…”[56]   NOI members disagreed with the tactics and goals of the Civil Rights Movement.  Former NOI member Don Muhammad, for example, remarked that: 

  

I did not feel that turning the other cheek was what we needed.  I felt that if someone wanted to hit me on my cheek, I might turn it to take a good look at them, but the natural reaction would be to retaliate.  I thought the strategy was not proper.  I thought it left our people vulnerable, particularly our women.[57]
  

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., met privately with Muhammad in 1966.  According to Muhammad’s biographer Claude Clegg, the meeting came about as a result of King’s efforts to “transplant” the movement in the North following the failed Chicago campaign in 1965.[58] The meeting did not result in tangible gains for either man. However, it appears that Muhammad’s chiding of King did ease after the meeting. After King’s assassination Muhammad published a statement in Muhammad Speaks in which he described King as a “great and courageous black man who died in the effort to get for his people that which belonged to them - FREEDOM.”[59]  
FOI such as Brother Roosevelt were largely unaware of the criticism that integrationist and nationalist groups directed toward the NOI and Muhammad because the organization shielded them from mainstream news and encouraged them not to purchase literature published outside the NOI. FOI Samuel X, for example, advised his fellow Nation members in 1967 to: 

  

...not be so quick to jump to conclusions about what you hear and read in the papers of the lies and propaganda about the Honorable Elijah Muhammad and the Muslims. It is better sometimes not to even buy their different papers and magazines, [SIC, lest] you let some of those things stick in your mind. Then you will not be able to remove them and it will not result in your getting weak.[60] 
  

FOI such as Brother Roosevelt did not limit their criticism of other groups to the Civil Rights Movement. Indeed, they were equally contemptuous of the Black Power Movement. In a 1978 article discussing allegations from Black Panthers about NOI aggression, Jeremiah Shabazz responded: 
  

We are not going to be drawn into an open conflict with other Black groups whose aims and goals are to help Black people, even though we question their methods. Our Leader and Teacher, The Honorable Elijah Muhammad has forbidden us to be the aggressors, likewise cowardice is forbidden...we fear only Allah and His Messenger, The Honorable Elijah Muhammad.  If the Black Panthers, Black Militants, Black Students, Black bourgeoise et al wish to improve relations with us, then it is incumbent upon them to cease and desist from these verbal and physical attacks upon us.[61]
  

FOI disliked that Panthers appeared to show little appreciation for the work of the NOI’s leader. James Shabazz, for example, remarked in 1967 that Panthers stood “in the shadow of the Messenger’s 37 years of labor” and that they “should place credit where it is due.”[62] Panthers were regarded as a “fad” by NOI members and dismissed as such.[63] Elijah Muhammad forbade his followers from joining with groups like the Panthers and King’s Southern Christian Leadership Conference.  He demanded the complete allegiance of his followers and in return he offered them the protection and brotherhood of the NOI community. The Panthers’ relationship with the NOI was certainly a complex one given their adherence to Malcolm X’s principles. Indeed, in an interview that NOI minister Louis Farrakhan had with Huey P.Newton in the mid-1970s the complexity of the relationship between the two groups was apparent.  Elaine Brown, for example, recalled the meeting between both men and cited Newton as signaling to Farrakhan both a respect for the NOI but an allegiance primarily to Elijah Muhammad’s former Minister and later defector, Malcolm X. She noted that Newton told Farrakhan: 

  

We in the Black Panther Party have always appreciated the teachings of the Honorable Elijah Muhammad. At the same time, my Brother, we identify completely with the principles taught by Malcolm X.  
  

In response to Newton’s professed admiration for Malcolm, Farrakhan responded that he was “misguided” and “lost faith.”[64]  Farrakhan’s assessment of Malcolm as misguided should not have surprised Newton or anyone familiar with his record of criticism regarding Malcolm. Farrakhan had regarded Malcolm as a mentor until he left the community in 1964 after relaying to a number of ministers, including Farrakhan, details of Elijah Muhammad’s relationships with his secretaries.  Indeed, Farrakhan had been instrumental in destroying Malcolm’s reputation in the community via numerous condemnations in Muhammad Speaks. 
  

Challenging Behaviours and Cleaning up 
  

FOI were required to adhere fully to Elijah Muhammad’s code of conduct which included prohibitions on alcohol, pork, drugs, gambling, dancing, entertainment and sport. FOI who had overcome various addictions were encouraged to speak of their rehabilitation to others and assist fellow FOI in their efforts to “kick” habits which the community prohibited. Thus, rather than deny elements of their pre-NOI life, men were exhorted to speak of their various addictions and heap praise on Muhammad for helping them to overcome such vices. Perhaps unsurprisingly Muhammad Speaks contains dozens of testimonies which pay homage to the alleged power of Islam, as taught by Muhammad, in aiding members to overcome addictions. In one such article, Charles 19X remarked in 1968 that he overcame a cocktail of addictions:  
  

I know you think it is impossible to give up hog, cigarettes, alcohol, dope and other things which have helped to make us a diseased and demoralized people. I know the proud ones are quick to shout that none of these demoralization charges touch them. Yet, how many have you helped to “kick” these habits? We must help each other. We can help each other if Islam is the sign and not Christianity. Religion, yes, but OUR religion.[65] 
  

Likewise, Donald Thompson in 1966 noted that he had been a “complete fool” and a “drunk” who had “neglected” his wife and children prior to finding Islam.[66] Others such as Charles 27X reflected that Islam had “ameliorated me by helping me to extricate myself of the multiplicity of vices and myriad of unethical habits.”[67] Similar testimonies were shared by men like James 2X: 

  

How long is the road from a narcotics addict and peddler to a respectable family man? I don’t know, but I am aware that I never could have travelled from the darkness of near-degradation to the light of understanding...but for the teachings of the Honorable Elijah Muhammad and the blessings of Allah. I was born and raised in Atlanta, Georgia, and like many of the black children of my generation and in my community, I had little genuine interest in school...I was drafted into the army at the age of 19. My parents breathed a sigh of relief, believing that enforced rules and regulations would “make a man of me.” But while in the service I was introduced to a brand new “kick” - marijuana. After leaving the army and going back home, I became a dope peddler - and my business flourished. After a few brushes with the law, I left for California. At this low ebb Allah blessed me to wander into the mosque, where I was presented with a really new outlook on life...I know that just as the Honorable Elijah Muhammad saved my life, he can save the lives of all black people who believe his word. [68]
  

FOI such as James went through the NOI’s six point process to achieve rehabilitation.  This process included admitting the problem, learning why he used drugs, and being supervised round-the-clock by fellow FOI during a break from drugs.  At the end of the process, NOI members “comforted the weak ex-addict, feeding him soups and broths, to get him on his feet again. He will never forget these brothers who stood by him during this time. He will never forget that it was the Nation of Islam’s program which rescued him from the special hell of dope.”[69]              
 The NOI provided men such as James with new avenues of employment in their businesses, printing plant and temples.  Indeed, the bulk of employment opportunities that the community had to offer went to men, given Muhammad’s preference for women to be wives and homemakers.  The NOI owned a plethora of restaurants, dry cleaning plants, clothing stores and bakeries. Such businesses were routinely advertised in Muhammad Speaks. Indeed, the paper often celebrated the opening of new businesses by FOI. Men who achieved success in business as a result of the NOI’s assistance were expected to repay the organization in kind by promoting and selling the group’s literature.  In February 1968, for example, the paper reported that 22 year old Jacob X who operated a “very successful” eight-chair barber shop in Washington D.C. had received 200 requests for copies of Message to the BlackMan in America.[70] FOI like Jacob appear to have embraced every opportunity to promote the NOI through their businesses and interactions with non-Muslims. Indeed, they construed their newfound quality of life to be the result of their conversion and thus urged others to hear and read the NOI’s teachings.  Dorris X, for example, remarked in 1968 that after his release from the armed forces he came to a “crossroads” in his life which led him to the NOI.  After marrying his “queen” in the NOI Dorris purchased a dry cleaning plant and two dry cleaning shops. He noted that “with these blessings I can aid the Messenger of Allah by contributing funds for the establishment of the Muslim Educational Center and getting my customers to subscribe to Muhammad Speaks and buy Message to the Black Man…”[71]    
FOI were exhorted, and then required, to sell Muhammad Speaks in their free time.  The NOI actively encouraged competition in selling the paper with rewards such as trophies and trips to bouts with the group’s most famous boxer Muhammad Ali, being awarded as prizes.[72] Elijah Muhammad referred to the paper as his “number one minister” and stressed the importance of it as a tool for promoting the community’s work.[73] The role that the paper played in educating non-members about the community is evident in the testimony below: 
  

I hate to admit it but until I bought my first copy of Muhammad Speaks a year ago I was among those who scoffed at the Muslims. By reading the newspaper and attending lectures at the mosque in Brooklyn, I finally realized that the acceptance of the message of the Honorable Elijah Muhammad by our people would cause a change in our condition...I sincerely believe that the Honorable Elijah Muhammad has walked and talked with God (Allah). Even if I did not believe this, I would encourage this belief as long as it helped to lift me and my people out of the hopelessness, docility, and disunity that we are now in.[74] 

  

Forced subscriptions to the paper, however, left some FOI economically vulnerable and led to abuse within the community. Indeed, some FOI, according to Louis Farrakhan were “pushed out” to sell the paper against their will.[75]   
The NOI rescued men from various vices as we can see with testimonies such as those provided by Charles and James. However, the community also burdened FOI and in some instances cost them their freedom, owing to the community’s ban on members partaking in military service.   
  

Prison 
  

The American public and international audiences first became aware of the NOI’s ban on FOI partaking in military service as a result of Muhammad Ali’s refusal to be inducted into the forces during the Vietnam War. As NOI leaders highlight, however, Ali was “one of many who told the enemy we’re not going to fight your war.”[76]  The FBI first became aware of the NOI’s prohibition on military service during the Second World War when dozens of members refused the draft. According to the bureau FOI were “told not to register for the draft as they were already registered in Mecca.”[77]  There exists in the popular imagination a belief that the majority of FOI members were former criminals. This erroneous image owes much to Malcolm X’s comments in his 1965 autobiography regarding the attraction of the NOI’s message to inmates.  Scholars of the Nation of Islam have failed to distinguish between men who joined the NOI whilst incarcerated and those men who ended up in prison because of the NOI. Yet, the community’s literature, accounts by former members and government records illustrate that dozens of men were already NOI converts before entering prison. 
NOI members were first permitted to hold religious services in prisons in 1955.  However, they routinely faced hostility within the prisons and some were subjected to psychiatric assessments, including Elijah Muhammad in the 1940s.[78]   Former NOI member Clyde X spoke of the hostilities he experienced in prison in 1962 lamenting that he was given more time in solitary confinement and subjected to additional mental health assessments.[79]  FOI who sacrificed their freedom for their religious beliefs 
were recognized in Muhammad Speaks and also in the resurrected NOI’s paper, The Final Call. In 1967, for example, Bernard Cushmeer wrote of his joy at being invited to speak at the Federal Correctional Institution at Terminal Island in California where he had been incarcerated in 1962 for refusing the draft on account of his membership in the NOI.  He remarked that: 

  

That place was one of three prisons I served time in for refusing to go into Satan’s army. I spent near 14 months of my sentence there. I went into that prison in chains and handcuffs in 1962. Last week I returned to that same prison with copies of Muhammad Speaks and Message to the Blackman. This incident increases my feelings of gratitude to Allah and his apostle and my great debt to both.[80] 
  

Cashmeer’s incarceration on account of draft evasion was not unique. Indeed, dozens of members, including Elijah Muhammad’s son Wallace, were also incarcerated for draft evasion.  In his autobiography, James Najiy, for example, notes that he served two years in prison in 1951 for draft evasion and that he refused the draft of his own free will, unlike Wallace. He remarked that when he received a notice from the draft board he was “furious with white people” for having the “audacity to demand that I go to the East and risk my life in combat against yellow-skinned people whom I had never seen, nor had they ever done anything against those of us who had Black skin.”[81]  FOI such as Najiy and Cashmeer are regarded as pioneers in the NOI community.  Indeed, in 2007, the Final Call newspaper published an account of Benny Allah’s life in the NOI, in which it commended him for having refused the draft with Elijah Muhammad in the 1940s. Interestingly, the piece also stressed that Benny had been cared for in his old age by a fellow FOI.[82]   Whilst the Nation community regarded and respected such men, prison authorities regarded many of them as being a threat, insincere or in need of medical help and sought to neutralize them by transferring them to different prisons and sending them for psychiatric assessments, as in the case of Nanjiy.  Prisons were often dangerous spaces for NOI prisoners and particularly those who insisted on the enforcement of their First Amendment Rights. However, as Edward Curtis notes efforts by prison authorities to restrict NOI religious services “ended up expanding rather than limiting the rights of prisoners to practice their religion of choice” owing to the legal precedents that cases brought by NOI inmates created.[83] Historian Garrett Felber, for example, notes that Muslim prisoners “not only cited constitutional protections but also used direct action strategies such as sit-in, hunger strikes, occupations of solitary confinement…” to fight for the enforcement of their rights to practice Islam, as taught by Elijah Muhammad.[84] 

Relationships between Sunni Muslim and NOI prisoners were not always harmonious owing to the significant doctrinal differences that existed between both groups of prisoners.  In the prison environment, NOI members came to realize the extent to which Muhammad’s teachings were divorced from those of Sunni Muslims. Large Muslim prison populations at correctional facilities such as those at Green Haven in New York were able to “worship openly” from the early 1960s and their practices stood in contrast to those of NOI members.[85] Sunni Muslims at Green Haven had their own mosque known as Masjid Sankore.  According to Anthropologist Robert Dannin, NOI members “competediercely with the Sunnis at Sankore…”[86] Friction between Muhammad’s followers and their Sunni counterparts continued even after Imam Muhammad’s succession and the introduction of Sunni Islam in 1975.  Dannin, for example, quotes one inmate who noted that Sunni Muslims taught NOI members salat and Arabic but that they “put on the brakes and maintained their differences with us…”[87] 
Men who sacrificed their freedom for their religious beliefs in the NOI suffered persecution from prison authorities and competition from their Sunni counterparts. Yet, their sacrifices, as Curtis notes, helped expand the rights of prisoners and circumvented the authorities’ efforts to stamp out their teachings in the prison environment. 
  

Conclusion 
  

 Elijah Muhammad’s NOI liberated African American men from the terror that Jim Crow racism visited upon them both physically and psychologically.  The faith community uplifted men by providing networks of support, friendship and brotherhood. The NOI’s message of social and economic uplift imbued men with a newfound sense of purpose.  In doing so, it spurred them on to propagate NOI teachings.   The community’s theology, whilst censured by other Muslims, African American clergy and the federal government, provided FOI with a new sense of importance and value. 

The NOI community that they embraced welcomed them as they were and encouraged their betterment via customs, practices and dietary laws that were unique to the faith community.  FOI devoted their lives and finances to the Nation and construed their efforts as for the collective good and upliftment of their community. In pooling their resources and working collectively for the community, the FOI helped build what has become America’s longest surviving Black Nationalist organization.  Yet, Muhammad’s community also burdened men, perhaps none more so than men who were eligible for the draft.   
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